
AIR TRANSPORT 
IT REVIEW ARTICLE

ISSUE 2 : 2013



 2 AIR TRANSPORT IT REVIEW  |  ISSUE 2 : 2013

Once upon a time, when fuel costs and 
competition were stable, airlines could 
afford to treat seats in a given class 
equally. Those days are long gone.  
And they’re not coming back.

Seats in these locations can be 
marketed to reach their ideal 
travelers at a price ideal to the 
airline. But it takes intelligent 
data on the customer, as well 
as the seat attribute, to know 
what seat to sell to who, at 
what price.

Added to location, passengers 
are looking for amenities like 
leg room, laptop power and 
angle of recline. These are 
easier to market because of 
their uniformly higher value.

To accommodate varying 
scenarios, you need to be able 
to easily adjust prices.

A seat’s value can also be 
changed thanks to a movable 
curtain, signifying the 
separation of service class. 
This can be changed from 
flight to flight, including one 
leg of a journey to another.

RULES NOT TO BE 
BROKEN
Seat rules complicate the 
issue further. Every potential 
seat is bound by rules. Not 
every seat is available to every 
passenger. Some seats are 
inappropriate for people with 
disabilities, for example. 

Rules govern things such as:

• Who has the authority to 
assign a seat to a passenger.

• When a seat can be reserved 
(for example, in the case  
of an upgrade).

• When a jump seat can  
be offered.

• How frequent flyer miles 
can be redeemed.

• Seats assigned by the local 
boarding system versus a 
central reservation system.

Today, airline seats are a new 
science, and airlines must 
finesse their pricing and 
availability to realize the full 
value of each one of them. To do 
it, their systems must process 
two critical sets of data: seat 
attributes and seat rules. 

This data must be usable across 
all touch-points, embracing 
online, mobile, kiosk, agent, 
desktop, and third party 
distributors. More than that, 
it must be usable in automated 
processes, such as upgrades.

NOT JUST LOCATION
Just as with real estate, 
theater tickets, hotel rooms 
and sporting events, the value 
of airline seats varies by 
location. But the analogy isn’t 
perfect. Location isn’t the only 
attribute: airline seat values 
aren’t uniform. 

The window, middle or aisle 
seat might be preferable to 
one customer but not another. 
Ditto the wing, deck location, 
proximity to exits, a child-free 
‘quiet zone’, toilets, an open 
seat or a bassinet. 

Rules around seating vary 
from carrier to carrier. A 
low-cost carrier benefits from 
simplicity and has fewer rules. 
A full-service carrier with a 
more complex business model 
will exploit seat attributes to 
reap more business benefits.

MAXIMIZE SEAT VALUES
Fluctuating values of airline 
seats provide carriers with 
new opportunities to maximize 
revenue. They present 
challenges too. To provide  
the right seat at the right  
price to the right customer, 
airlines must know the 
customer’s identity.

They need to be able to match 
purchasing activity or other 
criteria, such as frequent flyer 
information, and then manage 
the display of available seats 
across multiple channels.

In an alliance or interline 
situation, this becomes 
especially important, as 
consistency of service is  
an important feature of  
the partnership.

Conversely, lower prices or 
other forms of compensation 
could be offered for seats 
with uniformly less desirable 
attributes, offering value 
commensurate with the service.

ROAD BLOCKS
So, what’s holding airlines 
back from offering the true 
value of their seats? In short, 
it comes down to data silos 
and inconsistencies.

THE SEAT REPRESENTS THE ESSENCE 
OF THE AIRLINE PRODUCT. BUT NOT  
ALL SEATS ARE CREATED EQUALY – 
EVEN WITHIN THE SAME CLASS.

EVERY POTENTIAL SEAT IS BOUND 
BY RULES. NOT EVERY SEAT IS 
AVAILABLE TO EVERY PASSENGER.
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Legacy airline systems reflect 
the business and computing 
environments of a bygone 
age. Built in silos, these 
systems don’t necessarily 
have access to the same data. 
Reservations and inventory 
use one seating database 
while departure control uses 
another, for example. 

And all three use different 
processes to handle disruptions. 
It means inconsistencies have 
arisen that require re-syncing 
between disparate systems – for 
instance, with last-minute sales. 

Legacy systems are not 
user-friendly for seat 
configurations, either. They 
enforce a workflow that’s 
inconsistent with the airline’s 
operational processes. They’re 
not flexible enough to respond 
to rapid changes in the market.

Because business rules and 
customer-aware processing 
were an afterthought, these 
legacy systems can’t easily 
accommodate alliances, 
code-share passengers 
and distribution via global 
distribution systems. 

And though middleware 
systems have provided stop-
gap solutions, they’re limited 
by existing seat-configuring 
capabilities.

NEXT GENERATION
The industry badly needs the 
next generation of passenger 
management system. Only 
in this way can airlines 
accommodate merchandising, 
customer recognition, and  
the management of seats  
to achieve business and 
service goals. 

It’s an approach taken by 
SITA’s own next generation 
Horizon system. Crucial to 
this approach to passenger 
systems are:

• Single-source data  
A single database must share 
seat data between systems. 

• Holistic data  
This defines a broad range 
of attributes, standard and 
customized, for each seat 
on each flight. It supports 

customer value servicing 
and seat allocation using 
data stored about the 
customer journey and 
customer profile.

• Shared access to data  
The same database must 
be available to reservations, 
inventory and departure 
control services (DCS), as 
well as to related channels 
including kiosk, e-commerce 
and mobile applications.

• Configurable business 
rules offering governing  
of seat allocations, 
customer-centric  
functions and standard 
seating processes.

MASTER THE SCIENCE
In today’s marketplace, 
mastering the science of seats 
means knocking down the 
roadblocks of legacy systems. 
Airlines need to make the  
best use of every asset at  
their disposal. 

Maximizing each seat’s  
value, through new generation 
passenger systems, will 
increase revenues. On top 
of that, airlines will get the 
added bonuses of better 
customer choice  
and satisfaction. 

THE INDUSTRY BADLY NEEDS THE 
NEXT GENERATION OF PASSENGER 
MANAGEMENT SYSTEM.

FIND OUT HOW TO HARNESS THE POWER OF  
THE DATA IN YOUR PASSENGER SYSTEMS
www.sita.aero/content/harness-power-your-data

www.sita.aero/content/harness-power-your-data


For further information,  
please contact SITA by  
telephone or e-mail:

Americas
+1 770 850 4500 
info.amer@sita.aero

Asia Pacific
+65 6545 3711 
info.apac@sita.aero

Europe
+41 22 747 6111 
info.euro@sita.aero

Middle East, India & Africa
+961 1 637300 
info.meia@sita.aero

SITA AT A GLANCE

The air transport industry is the most dynamic and 
exciting community on earth – and SITA is its heart. 

  Our vision is to be the chosen technology partner of 
the industry, a position we will attain through flawless 
customer service and a unique portfolio of IT and 
communications solutions that covers the industry’s 
every need 24/7.

  We are the innovators of the industry. Our experts  
and developers keep it fuelled with a constant stream  
of ground-breaking products and solutions. We are  
the ones who see the potential in the latest technology 
and put it to work.

  Our customers include airlines, airports, GDSs and 
governments. We work with around 450 air transport 
industry members and 2,800 customers in over 200 
countries and territories.

  We are open, energetic and committed. We work in 
collaboration with our partners and customers to 
ensure we are always delivering the most effective, 
most efficient solutions.

  We own and operate the world’s most extensive 
communications network. It’s the vital asset that  
keeps the global air transport industry connected.

  We are 100% owned by the air transport industry – 
a unique status that enables us to understand and 
respond to its needs better than anyone.

  Our annual IT surveys for airlines, airports and 
passenger self-service are industry-renowned  
and the only ones of their kind.

  We sponsor .aero, the top-level internet domain 
reserved exclusively for aviation.

  In 2012, we had consolidated revenues of  
US$1.57 billion. 

For further information, please visit www.sita.aero

© SITA 2013 
All trademarks acknowledged. Specifications subject to change without prior notice. This literature provides outline information only and (unless specifically agreed to the 
contrary by SITA in writing) is not part of any order or contract.

Follow us on www.sita.aero/socialhub

www.sita.aero
www.sita.aero/socialhub

